A Mysterious Claim
In an address delivered at Columbia University in November 2004, Rabbi Neil Gillman made what he likes to call one of his "more mysterious claims." 2 "If there is no beginning and there is no end, then there is no middle," he told a crowd gathered by the University's Center for the Study of Science and Religion.
"And, if there is no middle, then we don't know where we are; we can't locate ourselves in time." 3 According to Gillman, the impulse for eschatology-the need to discuss the end of days-comes directly out of that need for structure. It is only when we understand where we are going, that we can fully understand where we are.
"How I deal with my death," Gillman wrote, "is crucial to how I deal with my life." 4 Jewish eschatology teaches that "our death is not final, that at the end of days God will raise our bodies from the grave, reunite them with our souls and, reconstituted as we were during our lifespan on earth, that we will be brought before God to account for our lives and receive the appropriate reward or punishment." 5 Indeed, Gillman's major theological argument for an afterlife is "based on the assumption that God must be more powerful than death. If, at the end, death wins out, then death is God and we should worship death." 6 Therefore, the ultimate triumph for the monotheistic God at the end of time will be marked by God's vanquishing death itself. 7 This, for Gillman, is the Jewish eschatological myth.
Myth
Throughout his career, Rabbi Gillman has struggled to explain what he means when he uses the term "myth," a word that he admits still troubles many of his students. 8 "The main problem," he wrote, "is that, in American parlance, a myth is synonymous with a fiction, a fairy tale, or worse, a lie." 9 Although he can't count the number of times colleagues have suggested that he use some other term-midrash, construct, metaphor, paradigm, model-"myth" continues to work for him because there "is no totally objective, human experience of the world." 10 Or, in the words of his ophthalmologist, "We perceive the world not through our eyes but through our brain." 11 Myths, he explained, are not fictions but rather "subjective, somewhat imaginative portraits that make it possible for our experience of the world to hang together, to be ordered, and thus, to make sense." 12 Asserting that the ancient conflict between science and religion is now properly behind us, Gillman told the crowd at Columbia that both disciplines "now realize that they deal with realities way beyond the very possibility of any form of human experience. And, both are doing the same thing-trying to explain the world we see by referring to a world we do not see." 13 However, what struck Gillman about recent scientific myths is that they stand for the principle that the presence of humanity is trivial. For example, the view from cosmology is that the end of days will consist exclusively of waste products like photons and electrons in a universe that remains "cold, dark, and dismal." 14 Or, in the naturalistic understanding of death espoused j Daniel Ain i by Dr. Sherwin B. Nuland, humankind, "for all its unique gifts, is just as much a part of the ecosystem as is any other zoologic or botanical form." 15 Gillman concedes that Nuland's view, which affirms death as part of the natural cycle and the desirable end to everything that lives, is "an extraordinarily powerful myth," perhaps the reigning myth of our time. But, he wrote, "to me at least, it is scary. It is not my myth." 16 For Gillman, there is "no more explicit alternative" to Nuland's myth than the one provided by a Jewish tradition that places the role of humanity at the very heart of its vision. 17 
Optimism and Pessimism
Throughout the history of Jewish intellectual thought, there have been two intertwining eschatological impulses, one optimistic and one pessimistic. Whereas, the first impulse "speaks of a gradually emerging, ever more perfect society" that humanity is able to achieve, the second "despairs that human beings of their own accord" are capable of bringing about that world. 18 One or the other of these impulses became predominant at different times and in different societies. 19 Of the two eschatological impulses, Gillman wrote that "clearly, today we are in the midst of a period where the pessimistic impulse is dominant." 20 An impulse that is fueled, in part by "a persistent and pervasive despair about what human beings can accomplish on their own." 21 This is still the case today. However, the twenty-first century has seen a different type of myth-a technological one-begin to take hold of our human imagination. One such myth is referred to as the "Singularity," a technological vision that concerns the rapidly accelerating speed of our technological achievements and the potential consequences of those advancements. It imagines a point in the future when the intelligence of our technology far exceeds human intellect, an achievement that, once reached, has the potential to transform our universe in ways that are not possible for the unaided human mind to comprehend.
These technological visions will challenge us to rethink how we understand ourselves and our role in the universe. They will necessitate, if they haven't already, a drastic rethinking of what it means to be human. And, eventually, what it means to die.
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The Curve of Accelerating Returns
To best understand the Singularity vision, we must begin with an insight by Gordon E. Moore, co-founder of Intel in 1965, "that may truly secure his place in history, for it may have the most consequence for the future of the human race." 22 Moore's law referred directly to semiconductor components but can best be summed up as follows: "The power of information technology will double every eighteen months, for as far as the eye can see." 23 Having been referred to as "the core faith of the entire global computer industry," Moore's law often sits at the foundation of these technological visions because "despite many periodic cries that that kind of pace simply could not be maintained, so far the law has held true." 24 In his book The Tipping Point, Malcolm Gladwell writes about the power of this kind of doubling.
Consider, for example, the following puzzle. I give you a large piece of paper, and I ask you to fold it over once, and then take that folded paper and fold it over again, and then again, and again, until you have refolded the original paper fifty times. How tall do you think that stack is going to be? 25 When answering that question, Gladwell finds that "most people will fold that sheet in their mind's eye, and guess that the pile would be as thick as a phone book or, if they're really courageous, they'll say that it would be as tall as a refrigerator. But the real answer is that the height of the stack would approximate the distance to the sun." 26 In an epidemic, a virus that spreads through a population "doubles and doubles again, until it has (figuratively) grown from a single sheet of paper all the way to the sun in fifty steps." Gladwell notes that, as human beings, we have a "hard time with this kind of progression, because the end result-the effect-seems far out of proportion to the cause." 27 To appreciate this sort of power, Gladwell writes that we have to "abandon this expectation about proportionality. We need to prepare ourselves for the possibility that sometimes big changes follow from small events, and that sometimes these changes can happen very quickly." 28 Joel Garreau, the editor in charge of cultural revolution reporting at The Washington Post and author of the book Radical Evolution, writes that in 2002, the twenty-seventh doubling of Moore's law "occurred right on schedule with a billion-transistor chip." 29 "Twenty-seven consecutive doublings of anything man-made," Garreau writes, "an increase of well over 100 million times-especially in so short a period-is unprecedented in human history. . . . Doublings of this extent have never before happened in the real world. This is exponential change. It's a curve that goes straight up." 30 If you are old enough to remember the Dewey Decimal System and have recently held an iPhone in the palm of your hand, you already understand the power of this technological doubling.
If you have ever gotten lost while driving and have recently received verbal instructions from a GPS system in your car, you can no longer imagine living without it.
The Singularity
In his book Sacred Fragments, Rabbi Gillman described two eschatological voices or tempers. The first, the gradualist or evolutional voice, "sees the age to come (olam habah) as emerging slowly and imperceptibly out of the world as we know it (olam hazeh)." 31 The second, the radical or revolutionary voice, has, at its core, "a cataclysmic event that will destroy the familiar order of nature and history and create a new one on its ruins."
Whereas the gradualist voice sees the two ages as "essentially continuous," the revolutionary voice "emphasizes the discontinuity between the two ages; it demands the collapse of the familiar world and, following a cataclysmic event that will overthrow the familiar patters of nature and history, requires its replacement with a radically new era." 32 This second, radical, eschatological temper is expressed by the Singularity. In his 1993 essay, "The Coming Technological Singularity: How to Survive in the Post-Human Era," Vernor Vinge, novelist and professor of mathematics and computer science, wrote that we "are on the edge of change comparable to the rise of human life on earth. The precise cause of this change is the imminent creation by technology of entities with greaterthan-human intelligence." 33 "The change will be a throwing-away of all the human rules," he wrote, j Faith, Technology, and the Afterlife i "perhaps in the blink of an eye-an exponential runaway beyond any hope of control. Developments that we thought might only happen in 'a million years' (if ever) will likely happen in the next century." 34 Accordingly, the term Singularity was borrowed from math and physics where "singularities are the points where everything stops making sense. In math it is a point where you are dividing through by zero, for example. The result is so whacked out as to be meaningless." 35 "Some would say that we cannot comprehend it," writes inventor Ray Kurzweil, "at least with our current level of understanding." 36 Raymond C. Kurzweil was selected by PBS as one of the "sixteen revolutionaries who made America" and is an inductee into the National Inventors Hall of Fame and a recipient of the National Medal of Technology. He is perhaps the most well known of the technological prognosticators; his book The Singularity is Near, attempts to lay out a framework for understanding where the technological curve is taking us and what might happen at the Singularity.
Kurzweil concedes that he has "personally found it difficult, although not impossible, to look beyond" the Singularity. "Still," he writes, "despite our profound limitations of thought, we do have sufficient powers of abstraction to make meaningful statements about the nature of life after the Singularity." 37 Therefore, to understand the end result of this technological explosion, Kurzweil must resort to mythic thinking. "The more elusive the facts," Rabbi Gillman wrote, "the more the data elude direct human perception, the more inevitable and indispensable the myth." 38 So, whereas Kurzweil can forecast the near future, (for example, in 2019 computers will be largely invisible and embedded into bodies and in 2029 "machines will claim to be conscious") he has to rely on myth to explain what the world will look like after human intelligence is surpassed at the Singularity. 39 He tries:
The Singularity will allow us to transcend these limitations of our biological bodies and brains. We will gain power over our fates. Our mortality will be in our own hands. We will be able to live as long as we want. 40 j Daniel Ain i Kurzweil explains how this will come about:
As we move toward a nonbiological existence, we will gain the means of 'backing ourselves up' (storing the key patterns underlying our knowledge, skills, and personality), thereby eliminating most causes of death as we know it. 41 Like Gillman, Kurzweil comes up with the death of death.
Human Centrality
In a television interview following the publication of his book The Death of Death, an incredulous television interviewer on the program "Jewish Life" asked Rabbi Gillman if he really understands the myth of bodily resurrection "literally" in this day and age. "I take it seriously," he responded. The surest way to trivialize any eschatological myth, according to Gillman, is to understand it as "literal truth, as a prediction of events that will take place just as they are described in some eventual future." 42 If myths are "true," Gillman wrote, their truth lies in the ability of the myth to "reveal unanticipated dimensions of meaning in our lives, to grip our emotions, to inspire us to act in certain ways and strive for certain goals, and most important, to lend infinite meaning to our lives in the here and now." 43 Eschatology provides us with a way to fight against the despair that all of us live with; the despair that our actions make "little difference beyond our immediate lives." 44 It holds out the promise that "however trivial or irrelevant our lives may appear, they still have transcendent import." 45 Kurzweil, unlike Dr. Nuland and the cosmologists, agrees. He concludes his book The Singularity is Near with a final section titled "Human Centrality." He writes:
A common view is that science has consistently been correcting our overly inflated view of our own significance. Stephen Jay Gould said, "The most important scientific revolutions all include, as their common feature, the dethronement of human arrogance from one pedestal after another of previous convictions about our centrality in the cosmos." But it turns out that we are central, after all. 46 j Faith, Technology, and the Afterlife i Kurzweil's view, like Gillman's myth, asserts that the presence of humanity in the universe is not trivial. That we, in fact, play an essential role in bringing about a new age and that this role gives our lives transcendent import.
This importance, according to Kurzweil, comes directly from our "ability to create models-virtual realities-in our brains, combined with our modest-looking thumbs." 47 Indeed, it is this very combination of mythmaking and tool-making, that has been sufficient "to usher in another form of evolution: technology." A development that will continue to accelerate "until the entire universe is at our fingertips." 48 Whereas in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries we were humbled by the knowledge of the natural and cosmic forces at play in our world, in the twenty-first century we will grapple with the belief that these forces may one day be within our technologically enhanced grasp.
As we consider that power-as we shift from despair to responsibilitywe will be forced to reconsider more than just the myth of our own afterlife but, more acutely, the myth of our selves.
Resurrection
It has been, perhaps, Rabbi Gillman's commitment to the Jewish myth of the resurrection of bodies from the earth-a notion found in the biblical texts of Daniel 12 and Isaiah 25-26-that has most distanced him from the current sensibility, a sensibility, he concedes, that is willing to accept a spiritual notion of immortality. 49 Gillman, however, continues to maintain that an afterlife must include his body because it is the "landmark" which connects him "with everything else that exists physically, specifically with all of history and society." 50 "Without my body," Gillman wrote, "there is no 'me.'" 51 But, unlike Nuland's myth, what will make this technological myth "scary" for Gillman is not its conclusion about the role of humanity, but rather its consequences with regard to notions of self, and how broadly we are willing to expand our understanding of "self."
"Our version 1.0 biological bodies are frail and subject to a myriad of failure modes," Kurzweil writes, "not to mention the cumbersome maintenance rituals they require." 52 j Daniel Ain i "The human body version 2.0 scenario," according to Kurzweil, will represent "the continuation of a long-standing trend in which we grow more intimate with our technology. Computers started out as large, remote machines in air-conditioned rooms tended by white-coated technicians. They moved onto our desks, then under our arms, and now into our pockets. Soon, we'll routinely put them inside our bodies and brains. By the 2030s," he argues, "we will become more non-biological than biological." 53 Perhaps in an effort to appeal to the current sensibility, Kurzweil writes that we can regard the "freeing of our thinking from the severe limitations of its biological form to be an essentially spiritual undertaking." 54 In case this all sounds like something far off, Garreau provides some perspective. He writes:
The next time you jack an MP3 player into your skull to shut out the world, or the next time you can't put down that solitaire game, or the next time you talk in the food court to noncorporeal companions rather than the person who is serving you lunch . . .
The next time you pay more attention to your e-mail than to your children, the next time you feel like throwing up when your connection to the cosmos is ruptured, the next time the innermost recesses of your brain recognize a machine as part of you when it dies, remember this:
You have crossed the line. For you, the revolution has occurred. The machines have not only changed you, they have become you. 55 So, whereas the death of death might have been beyond belief, even as a religious myth, at the end of the twentieth century, the doubling power of our technological advancement has the potential to challenge that conception. If the pace continues and Moore's law holds up, we will increasingly begin to see ourselves through the lens of a technological myth and the line between where we stop and where our technology starts will be increasingly blurred.
"The issue is never myth or no myth," Gillman says repeatedly, "but which myth." 56 "I want science to take me as far as it possibly can," Gillman wrote, "but then, I would want that same scientific impulse to permit that surge of hope" which provides for a transcendent role for humanity. 57 In the twenty-first century, the ancient conflict between science and relij Faith, Technology, and the Afterlife i gion may be properly behind us. The choice may no longer be between a religious myth that tells us that we matter and a scientific view that tells us that we don't. We may not need to rely on an irrational belief in the reanimation of deceased bodies for hope, but find hope instead within a scientific myth that provides our upgraded selves with the transcendent role of conquering death. Whatever will be left for God?
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